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Abstract 
 the 
people who experienced these events. The d existence soon brought into light the Woman 
Question, a matter which upset Queen Victorian, who considering men and women different. Her position on the matter was 
Sesame and Lilies  separate spheres which claimed 
that women were best equipped for the private or domestic realm, while men were naturally suited to the active, aggressive 
and intellectual domains of public life. At the opposite pole of the argument, John Stuart Mill publi The Subjection of 
Women -argued approach to gender philosophy in clear contrast to that of Ruskin, which voiced the thoughts and 
aspirations of many women who had already started the battle for their emancipation. This article focuses upon the two 
approaches on gender philosophy presented in the studies written by two of the most unanimously heard voices of the mid-
Victorian era.  
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1. Introduction 
The nineteenth century, with its unprecedented scientific advances and its shifting ideas regarding all the areas 
of life, shook all the pillars of Vi
spanned over a period of 65 years which turned Britain into the greatest industrial power in the world and an 
empire which encompassed more territories than any other empire had conquered before. 
The Victorians witnessed these changes with pride and satisfaction; the industrial revolution, along with its 
scientific innovations and improvement of life, gave the British a sense of their own importance and helped 
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conceive what is now generally re  a social phenomenon which was and still is 
highly researched by scholars worldwide. 
One aspect of Victorian mentality that has always drawn attention is represented by the impact of these 
changes on the people who experienced them and were molded by them as they occurred. The industrial 
society and opened their minds to new conceptions about themselves and about the world. Moreover, Victorian 
thinking was further altered by Charl Origin of Species, a scientific work that introduced the theory 
of evolution and enth century. 
the Woman Question, namely the 
[1]. If in the early 1800 ound their household, by the late-Victorian era they 
started working in textile mills or potteries, earning their own income and slowly commencing to live on their 
own feet. Important legal (as early as the 1840s, the Parlia
suffrage), educational, professional and personal changes took place, but, by 1901, full unarguable gender 
equality remained almost as utopian as a century before and law and custom still enforced female dependency 
[2].  
Victorian era, by presenting a table of employment of women in 1900 [3]:  
 
Table 1. Employment of women in 1990 
 
Type of employment Number of women employed 
Domestic servants 1,740,800 
Teachers 124,000 
Nurses 68,000 
Doctors 212 
Architects 2 
 
 
and insisting that they should each act according to their gender characteristics. Although she was a paradox 
herself  the Queen of an empire always portrayed in conventional feminine postures  she wrote the following 
statement in 1870: "let women be what God intended, a helpmate for man, but with totally different duties and 
vocations" [4].  
What the queen was actually voicing was the ideology of separate spheres, a conception about men and 
women and their roles which was very typical for the Victorian era. Thus, during the nineteenth century, peoples 
saw a clear distinction between the home, which was the quiet, monotonous and defending sphere of the women, 
and the world, the great outdoors where men only were allowed to perform their social duties and work in order 
to support their families. 
The ideology of separate spheres grounded itself on the idea that men and women were naturally different 
sexes, a fact which inherently triggered great discrepancies between their entire existences. Even from the 
scientific point of view, their specific features were perfectly clear and proved by the research of the era. Thus, 
the woman was generally considered to be more emotional and less intellectual than the man; probably her major 
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defect, and of course one highly relevant to her enfranchisement, was her alleged inability to accomplish the 
highest type of mental activity: abstract thought [5]. 
never equal the sum total of food converted into thought by men. It follows, therefore, that men will always think 
 noted Miss M. A. Hardaker in The Popular Science Monthly in 1882 [6]. 
A careful reading of Sarah Ellis and others reveals some mixed messages beyond the basic arguments that 
most historians have supposed was their raison d'etre. Undeniably, prescriptive manuals, such as Ellis's Women of 
England, Mothers of England, Wives of England, and Daughters of England laid down the ground rules for the 
gender divisions and female subordination in marriage that took such emphatic form in the first half of the 
nineteenth century. Such sources convey familiar lessons in the sacred origins of male authority and the need for 
women to submit to that authority willingly. Submission was to be a matter of consent and internalized 
compliance. If, as Ellis acknowledged was possible, a woman was cursed with an unworthy husband, then it was 
simply her duty (as she advised in the famous phrase from The Daughters of England) to "suffer and be still" [7]. 
This article thus focuses upon the two approaches on gender philosophy presented in the studies written by 
two of the most unanimously heard voices of the mid-Victorian era, John Ruskin and John Stuart Mill. The 
present paper offers a close look at the ideology and the arguments of both approaches, by illustrating them with 
rical background of their age. 
Sesame and Lilies and The Subjection of Women are the echoes of important social concerns and their careful 
study will highlig  
2.  
Ruskin published two lectures under the title of Sesame and Lilies, an approach on the philosophy of separate 
spheres which, in short, claimed that women were best equipped for the private or domestic realm, while men 
were naturally suited to the active, aggressive and intellectual domains of public life, including commerce, 
government and the professions. In this gender ideology, biological differences, together with assumptions about 
the contrasting psychological make-up of men and women, fixed social expectations [1]. 
In the course of his long public career, Ruskin, the leading art critic of Victorian England, not only grappled 
and ideologies. He was alternately revered as a prophet and as a madman [8]. In , the 
second lecture of the volume Sesame and Lilies
their different capacities of intellect or of virtue, seem nev
begins his lecture by referring to the literary works of renowned bards such as Shakespeare, Scott, Dante and 
Chaucer and points out to the fact that their female characters are not shallow, dominated creatures, but 
counsellors  [9]. He 
considers, for instance, Cordelia, Desdemona, Isabella, Imogen, Queen Catherine, Sylvia or Viola perfect, lovely 
 [9]. 
He then proceeds to the distinctions between the two genders and to the features which complete each other 
e is eminently 
the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the defender, with an intellect for speculation and invention and energy for 
adventure, war and conquest. The women, on the other hand, have a power for rule and an intellect for sweet 
ordering, arrange  [9]. 
Being protected by men from danger and temptation, they are the centre of their household, which Ruskin 
 [9]. Women 
must treas
infallibly wise  wise, not for self-development, but for self-renunciation: wise not that she may set herself above 
her husband, but that she may never fail fro  [9]. 
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Believing that England had sacrificed human fellowship and social responsibility to self-interest, Ruskin 
maintained that the solution lay not only in the reformation of institution and practices, but in the transformation 
of individuals and society. He rightly recognized that education was the surest hope of amendment [8]. He 
highlighted this opinion in Sesame and Lilies [9], by telling his readers that a man or a father has certain 
responsibilities when it comes to the education of young girls.  
 [9]  
[9]. Ruskin advises women not to acquire knowledge for the sheer purpose of knowing it 
  [9]. Parents should 
encourage their daughters to read old literary classics, not modern magazines and novels, and should expose them 
s in social reform [9]. 
Last but not least, Ruskin refers to the duties of women regarding the state  
 and counsels them to be happy, lively and loving and to 
usefully employed during the greater part of the day, so that they may be able at the end of it to say, as 
 [9]. 
The concept of women subordination to men was also shared by Sarah Stickney Ellis, who wrote books such 
as The Wives of England, The Women of England, The Mothers of England or The Daughters of England, which 
The 
Wives of England [10], she states that at home it is but fitting that the master of the house should be considered as 
entitled to the choice of every personal indulgence, unless indisposition or suffering on the part of the wife render 
such indulgences more properly her due; but even then they ought to be received as a favour, rather than claimed 
as a right. Accordingly, it becomes the duty of a wife, and one would suppose it must also be her pleasure, 
studiously to observe the things which habitually strike the attention of her husband, so as to convey to him 
immediate impressions of pleasure or of pain; the senses of the men must ever be consulted by the wife who 
haracter [10]. 
hilosophy of separate spheres is deeply rooted in the mentality of 
his age, a mentality which insisted to keep the man above the woman and which regarded the feminine gender as 
vulnerable and dependent on the men. His entire gender ideology revolves around what Elizabeth Langland 
11], that is, the typical Victorian woman whose legal rights resembled those 
of children: women were not allowed to vote, to own property, to have savings accounts, to hold a job or to sue 
other people. The law regarded a married couple as one person. The husband was responsible for his wife and 
bound by law to protect her. While the middle-class husband usually spent long hours professing as a doctor, 
clerk or banker, the wife had her own perfectly defined occupation at home. Household management and 
motherhood were regarded with sanctity by the Victorians and were treated with the utmost seriousness and 
devotion [12].  
As seen from the above, Ruskin entered the woman question from the field of culture as Darwin had done 
from the field of science. Bordering close to a mystical Christian socialism, Ruskin stressed the importance of 
manual labour and denounced injustice under capitalism with Biblical vehemence. Like many of his 
contemporaries, he idealized the medieval past, which as reconstructed by Ruskin, nurtured both the aristocratic 
spirit and the craftsman's labour to produce a culture of beauty, in marked contrast to the ugliness produced by 
industrial capital [13]. 
3.  
However, no more than four years later, in 1869, the British philosopher John Stuart Mill published The 
Subjection of Women, a well-argued approach to gender philosophy in clear contrast to the one previously 
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presented and which voiced the thoughts and aspirations of many women who had already started the battle for 
regulates the existing social relations between the two sexes the legal subordination of one sex to the other is 
wrong in itself, and now one of the chief hindrances to human improvement; and that it ought to be replaced by a 
principle of perfect equality, admitting no power or privilege on the one side, nor  [14]. 
emancipation. In 1865, while being an MP, he was asked to present a petition written by Barbara Leigh Smith 
Bodichon, on
Mill accepted the petition and presented it to the House of Commons in 1866 to support an amendment to the 
Reform Act that would give women the vote. It was defeated by 196 votes to 73 [15] 
as hi  when referring to the electorate, was mocked in 1967 in 
an ironical cartoon in Punch magazine. 
The Subjection of Women was written in 1861 a
wife, common gender conception. Throughout her entire existence, Taylor was particularly interested in the 
education and rights of women, a fact proved by her writings, correspondence and by Mill himself, who 
eulogized her great thoughts and her gentle feelings and who openly stated that most of his own work was written 
with her unquestionable contribution. 
In supporting his thesis, Mill uses a number of arguments which highlight interesting issues regarding the way 
something, but should first of all be given the chance to try: what is natural to the two sexes can only be found 
out by allowing b
men, since success is due to be accomplished by them as well: women can master the fields of culture and can 
have professions and occupations; the only condition is that the areas of employment should admit this reality 
and open their doors for them. 
brought up from the very earliest years in the belief that their ideal of character is the very opposite to that of 
men; not self-will, and government by self-control, but submission, and yielding to the control of others. All the 
moralities tell them that it is the duty of women, and all the current sentimentalities that it is their nature, to live 
for others; to make complete abnegation of themselves, and to have no life but in their affections  [14]. Thus, 
they are subjected to the men  fathers, brothers or husbands  and expected to behave submissiveness and 
resignation in their relationships with them. 
John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor Mill considered the cultivated or enforced ignorance of women a primary 
impediment to equality between the sexes. Access to knowledge, education, and culture (by which they really 
meant access to particular kinds of knowledge, a specific form of education, and not just any culture) was an 
urgent feminist goal. Taylor Mill connected ignorance to inequality between the sexes. She called up the specter 
of regression in to lowness and ignorance when she associated feminism with progress. As she stressed the 
importance of education, she constructed an 'other' to feminism, variously associated with low-ness, poverty, and 
the primitive. She made a case for the advantages of civilization (education, enfranchisement, equality) to be 
opened up to women. Yet Taylor Mill's position that the ignorant poor, like all humans, should be in a position of 
so-  drifted intermittently into the view that the elevation of women to perfect equality 
would refine and elevate the lower classes [16]. 
 [14], an argument which he illustrates by a reference to the Queen of England, whom, 
although a woman, acted like her other renowned female predecessors and became one of the greatest of the 
listened to good advisers, they gave by that fact the strongest proof that their judgment fitted them for dealing 
 [14]. 
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Furthermore, he condemns marriage laws, comparing them to slavery, and presenting an example which 
reveals much painful truth concerning the subjection of women: wives, even in the most extreme and protracted 
cases of bodily ill usage, hardly ever dare avail themselves of the laws made for their protection: and if, in a 
moment of irrepressible indignation, or by the interference of neighbors, they are induced to do so, their whole 
effort afterwards is to disclose as little as they can, and to beg off their tyrant from his merited chastisement. 
Indeed, as seen from the history of law, nineteenth-century marital law allowed for significant levels of injury 
upon wives. The marital bed proved to be the site of much terror. Until the case of Kelly vs Kelly in 1870, legal 
accusations of violence within marriage were assumed to involve extreme physical (as opposed to psychological 
or emotional) brutality [17]. 
In the final chapter of his article, Mill enumerates the many ways that the liberation of women would benefit 
both men and women (both of whom should fight for the emancipation of women), and hence society as a whole. 
He argues that men's own minds are perverted by pride when boys are falsely taught that they are superior merely 
because of their sex. Mill further argues that the proper educat the mass of 
mental faculties available for  women's thoughts are thus as useful 
in giving reality to those of thinking men, as men's thoughts in giving width and largeness to those of women. In 
depth, as distinguished from breadth, I greatly doubt if even now, women, compared with men, are at any 
 [18]. 
and position, and renders these appropriate to them. Standing on the ground of common sense and the 
constitution of the human mind, I deny that anyone knows, or can know, the nature of the two sexes, as long as 
they have only been seen in their present relation to one another. If men had ever been found in society without 
women, or women without men, or if there had been a society of men and women in which the women were not 
under the control of the men, something might have been positively known about the mental and moral 
differences which may be inherent in the nature of each. What is now called the nature of women is an eminently 
artificial thing  the result of forced repression in some directions, unnatural stimul 4].  
Subjection of Women, although considered an affront to the European conventional norms 
for gender status during the Victorian era, brings light upon a delicate subject concerning the feminine sex. He 
goes beyond the social convictions of his time and supports the modern idea of equality of sexes, thus offering an 
undisputed basis of argumentation for the emancipation of women, a battle which would last for many more 
years to come and which would still need the contribution of many intellectuals and brave women. 
To exemplify one of these women, we should refer to Florence Nightingale and her illustrious career in 
nursing. Nightingale's achievements are all the more impressive when they are considered against the background 
of social restraints on women in Victorian England. Her father, William Edward Nightingale, was an extremely 
wealthy landowner, and the family moved in the highest circles of English society. In those days, women of 
Nightingale's class did not attend universities and did not pursue professional careers; their purpose in life was to 
marry and bear children. Nightingale was fortunate. Her father believed women should be educated, and he 
personally taught her Italian, Latin, Greek, philosophy, history and  most unusual of all for women of the time - 
writing and mathematics [19]. Miss Nightingale became a national heroine. Though she was assisted by a band of 
nurses, it was she who organized the transport of the wounded during the Crimean War, brought the funds and 
equipment that created clean and pleasant wards, and dealt tactfully with the Senior Army administration, while 
undertaking in person an exhaustive amount of nursing and cleaning. Because this work received a great deal of 
attention, she gained, in the process, recognition for nursing as an honorable profession, and established 
principles of hygiene and patient care that were adopted thereafter. These women represented yet another 
revolution, the only useful legacy of a pointless and harrowing war [20]. She always believed in the equal right of 
women to pursue whatever career or object they wanted to, but she ,  most 
often emphasizing duty or calling and desire to serve. In her unpublished essays, she affirmed what we might call 
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a psychological right of women, the right to a life, to choose marriage or a single life, to work for a cause in 
which she believed or a challenge to which she was drawn [21]. 
4. Conclusions 
The gender history of nineteenth-century Britain was marked by the clear distinction between the sexes 
imposed by the ideology of the separate spheres. If the beginning and middle of the Victorian era was represented 
by a patriarchal world, where women were expected to subject to the will and power of men, endure the trials of 
marriage without complaining and living their lives indoors, tending to their homes and their children, the late 
Victorian era witnessed major social changes which changed the relationship between men and women and, most 
 
John Ruskin and John Stuart Mill are but two of the most distinctive voices of this era, who put in writing their 
conception of life and the sexes and who thus, illustrated the mentality of their epoch. Their approaches on the 
philosophy of separate spheres are in clear contrast to each other, but this very contrast proves the great changes 
in mentality that took place over such a short period of time. 
In but a century, women escaped from their hermetic homes and daily household chores and stated to fight for 
their rights. Despite disabling social structures, many Victorian women, especially middle-class women, were 
conspicuous achievers and inspired other women to struggle for greater freedoms. Even though the male 
lacked husbands to care for, women repeatedly proved they could succeed outside the domestic enclosure. 
Feminist organizations like the Langham Place Group formed by Barbara Bodichon, Bessie Rayner Parkes and 
the poet Adelaide Procter campaigned effectively to improve 
clerks, bookkeepers, typists, hotel managers, telegraph operators, photographers, print compositors and shop 
assistants [1]. 
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